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The Problem of Declining Enrollment in the Elementary Schools of Douglas 
County. 
For some years past, population experts have been predicting a general 
decline in elementary school enrollments as a natural outgrowth of the down-
ward trend in the birth rate. 
The figure below, showing elementary enrollments, 1890 to 1940, indi-
cates that this condition has been realized in Douglas county. The peak 
enrollment was reached as long ago as 1907, although the most significant 
decline has occurred since 1927. Both rural and independent enrollments 
have dwindled, but the rural decline has been so!'lewhat more marked. The 
total enrollment of 1067 pupils in 1940 represents a drop of 40 percent from 
the 1927 enrollment, which totalled 1774. 
What has been the recent trend in the Douglas county birth rate? A 
comparison based on figures for 1920 and 1940 shows that in the former year 
there were 'J,l/.1$ births per thousand of the popula tiop, and in the lat-
ter only l~.'f. This means that the birth rate fell off one-third over the 
20 year period. As a result, fewer children have reached school age with 
each passing year. The trend has proceeded to the point where even high 
school enrollments are now being similarly affected. 
Figure l. Elementary School Enrollment in Douglas County, 1890-1940. 
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Source: Preliminary Release of 1940 U. s. Census . 
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What has been the effect of population losses through migration? Any-
one familiar with the South Dakota situation will admit that this factor 
has contributed to enrollment declines during the last decade . Between 
1930 and 1940, Douglas county lost 12 .3 percent of its population. * Figure 
2 shows the gains and losses by townships , 1930-40, and indicates that 
population declines have been general throughout the county. Only Belmont 
township showed an increase , while in three townships--Clark , Garfield and 
Ea.st Choteau--losses amounted to over one-fourth of their 1930 numbers . 
This falling off of population within the townships can be attributed to 
migration to points outside Douglas county and , to some extent, to villages 
and towns within the county. ** 
The to\V?lships which suffered heaviest population losses general17 
showed the sharpest enrollment declines between 1930 and 1940. A drop of 
52 percent in elementary enrollment occurred in the five townships having 
the highest percenta~e decreases in population (averaging 25 percent1 while 
enrollments slum!')ed only 18 percent in the five townships which indicated 
the least tendency toward population decline (the ~opulation losses for 
these five townships amounted to 6 ryercent) . However , the fact that ele-
mentary enrollments have consistently fallen at a sharper rate than has the 
population is an indication that migration does not tell the entire story. 
The decline in birth rate hes apparently been the chief factor in enroll-
ment losses , with mieration a strong contributing factor . 
* The 1940 population of Douglas county was 6,343 , ~s compared with 
7,236 in 1930. 
** The township:·figures do not include population of villages and towns 
within the county. 
Figure J. 
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Elementary Enrollment in Douglas County School Districts, 
1930 and 1940. 
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In 1940, 62 elementary schools were being operated within 28 
common districts of Douglas county. In addition there were three 
independent districts located at Armour, Corsica and Delmont. 
Douglas county combines the small, one-school district system, as 
found in the eastern and northeastern sections or the county, 
with the large township type of school district organization. 
The general downward trend in elementary enrollments is 
shown in Figure J, which lists the enrollments of each district 
for 1920, 1930 and 1940. It is readily seen that declines have 
occurred in independent as well as rural districts, although the 
losses in the former were not so pronounced. Two schools had 
been closed by 1940, and seven others were operating with five or 
re~er pupils. Exactly one-half or the common schools enrolled 10 
or fewer pupils. A comparison of enrollment figures for 1940 
with those or 1920 shows the serious nature or the enrollment de-
cline. In 1940 Douglas county schools enrolled an average of 11.5 
pupils, as compared with 20.5 in 1920. Barring unforeseen popula-
tion changes, further enrollment losses may be expected in coming 
years, although the rate of decline may not be so rapid. 
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Figure 4. Elementary Enrollment and Instructional Costs Per Pupil in 
Douglas County Schools, 1940. 
Source: Records of County Superintendent of Schools. 
In order to be rendered neaningful, school costs should be reduced to 
a per pupil basis. The instructional costs of oper~ting common schools or 
Douglas county ranged from ~22 per pupil in District JO, vrhere the ·single 
school enrolled Jl pupils, to $165 per pupil in School no. J, District 14, 
which had an enrollment of only three pupils. It is clearly evident that 
the smaller the school the greater is the per pupil cost. 
Table I (below) indicates that the operation of schools for 10 or 
fewer pupils is excessively expensive on a cost per pupil basis. This is 
especially true for schools having 5 or f~wer pupils. The per pupil costs 
for the seven schools in this group were $117.86, as compared with the 
average for all schools of $44.58. 
Table I. Instructional Costs Per Pupil in Schools or Various Sizes, 
Douglas County, 1940. 
Siae of School Number of Number of Total Cost Average Per Schools Pu2ils Pu2il Coat 
Total 62 708 iJl ,567. 50 $ 44. 58 
5 or fewer pu~ils 7 28 J,J00.00 111.n6 
5 - 10 pupils 24 210 11,815.00 56.26 
11 - 15 pupils 20 248 10,040.00 40.48 
16 or more pupils 11 222 6,412.50 28.88 
Source: Records or County Superintendent of Schools. 
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Figure 5. 
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In 1926-27, five schools were operating in Douglas coupty 
District 11, with a total enrollment of 70 pupils . The total 
costs to the district that year were $11 ,357.41 , which amounted 
to $162 .25 per pupil . In 1927-28 , with only four schools in 
operation , the total costs were $8 ,972 .71 . On the basis of 63 
pupils-the number .enrolled that year--the cost per pupil had 
dropped to $142 .42 . Since the costs for opera ting five schools 
in 1927-28 would have likely been little different from those 
of the preceding year , the closing of one school had resulted 
in savings to the district of $2,384. 70 . 
To show the extent of curtailment of school expenditures 
in recent years , it is interesting to note that the costs for 
operating these same four schools in 1939-40 amounted to 
$3 ,282.90. In that year 56 pupils were enrolled at a total 
cost of $58. 62 per pupil . 
In general , it seems advisable from a financial 
point to close a school when the enrollment drops to 
fewer pupils . 
stand-
five or 
Figure 6. 
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Areas from Which High Schools Drew Their Douglas County Tuition 
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How is the problem of providing high school education for students 
from farm areas solved in Douglas county? The high costs involved make 
it impractical for the common districts to maintain their own secondary 
schools; consequently they send their young people es tuition students 
to nearby village high schools . Figure 6 shows the areas from which 
seven high schools within or near nouglas county drew their tuition 
students (numbering 168) in 1940. 
This plan presents a possible solution to the problem or declining 
enrollments . It has been seen that costs of operating elementary 
schools in a number of districts in becoming prohibitive . Why, then , 
should the district not close its school , or schools, ~hen the enroll-
ment drops to the point where the per pupil cost is excessive, and send 
its remaining pupils to a village school , payinc transportation and 
tuition costs? This plan would have the double advantage of economy to 
the district and increased educational opportunities for farm children. 
It would seem that most Douglas county districts are large enough 
to support for sometime to eome , at least one centralized school . As 
an immediate measure such districts might close those schools whose en-
rollments drop below a specified minimum , and eduoate all pupils of the 
district in the one or more remaining schools . Even these districts , 
however , may ultimately find it to their advantage to allow the educa-
tional function to pass to elementary schools in village centers . 
Legend: 
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Source: Official Map of the State 
Highway Commission, 1940. 
- 7 -
Figure 7 shows that improvec roads extend to all parts of 
Douglas county. The automobiles &nd good roads have made it 
possible for farmers, ~herever they miyht live , to gain ready 
access to village centers ~ithin and adjacent to Douglas county. 
This feature is tendinr to revolutionize the attitudes and ha.b-
its of open country- residents , and to bring about marked changes 
in rur£..l life . 
Many functions formerly performed by open country institu-
tions have been shifted to the villare centers . The farmer now 
goes to the vill&f,e to buy eroceries; clothinr, and other necess-
ities; to sell his produce; to attend church; &nd to participate 
in social and recreational nctivities . As previously noted , he 
also sends his sons and d&uphters to the villnEe hieh school . 
As the trend towBrd concentr6tion of functions in the villcge 
center continues , the ti:ne ~y· be nef,r n t ~nd "71hen the fE:.rmer I s 
younr;er children rrill receive their eler!'lentc:.ry ec~uce.tion in the 
village school . 
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Suggestions for Solving the Elementary 
School Problem 
A schoolboard confronted with the problem of declining enroll-
ments should study its local situation carefully before taking 
action. The four plans listed below have been tested either 
in South Dakota or in other states and have been found practi-
cal. The first alternative may be applied as a temporary 
measure until such time as further action is acvisable, but 
the last three suggested plans call for more or less permanent 
reorganization of the prevailing district system. 
I Cooperating with nearby- rural schools I 
Keep the present rural district intact, but close the 
school, or schools, when enrollmen~ drops to five or 
fewer pupils. Send the remaining pupils to the near-
est rural school in which satisfactory arrangements 
can be made, with the district paying transportation 
costs when the distance exceeds four niles, and tui-
tion when the school to which the pupils are trans-
ported is located outside the home district. 
I Tuition ils to town schools I 
Close the rural school and send the remaining pupils 
as tuition students to the nearest iadependent school. 
This plan besides beinc less expensive than maintain-
ing several small schools, has the further advantage 
of giving farm children greater educational opportun-
ities than is possible in the small one-room school. 
It is essentially the same method which has been sµc-
cessfully used in handling the high school situation. 
lcounty-wide district plan I 
Reorganize the rural school system on a county-wide 
district basis, giving the county school board author-
ity to discontinue small schools whenever it is 
advisable, and to determine the location of larger 
centralized schools within the county. 
l Consolidation I 
Incorporate several small districts into a consoli-
dated eistrict, being certain to include an area 
large enour,h to insure an adequate number of pupils 
and a sufficient base for-support. 
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